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Restructuring States, Restructuring Ethnicity: Looking Across Disciplinary Boundaries at 
Federal Futures in India and Nepal1 
Sara Shneiderman (Yale University) and Louise Tillin (India Institute, King’s College London) 
sara.shneiderman@yale.edu  louise.tillin@kcl.ac.uk 
Department of Anthropology  King’s India Institute 
Yale University              King’s College London 
10 Sachem Street, Rm 126  Strand 
New Haven, CT 06511 USA  London WC2R 2LS UK 
ABSTRACT: India and federalising Nepal represent distinct types of federal polity: their origins 
lie not in the unification of previously autonomous states, but in the devolution of power by a 
previously centralised state. The boundaries of their constituent sub-units are therefore open to 
debate, and settling their contours is central to the project of state-building. Written by a political 
scientist and an anthropologist, this article presents a comparative exploration of the reciprocal 
relationship between state structuring and ethnicity in India and Nepal, with a focus on the 
effects of territorial versus non-territorial forms of recognition. It pushes against recent 
tendencies within South Asian Studies to see ethnic identity as called into being solely by state 
practices or ‘governmentality’ on one hand, or as a newly commoditised form of belonging 
produced through neoliberal reforms on the other. Instead it argues that ethnicity must be 
understood as a multivalent concept that is at once embedded in specific histories of state and 
sub-state formation, and generative of them. Comparative in scope yet driven by qualitative data 
collected over years of engagement across the region, the article charts a middle way between 
detailed ethnographic studies and large-scale comparative endeavors.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The authors express their gratitude for comments and discussion on this paper (or portions of it) in numerous 
locations: the Association of Nepal and Himalayan Studies Conference at Macalester College (October 2011); 
Conversations on South Asian Politics seminar, New York (December 2011); Comparative State Politics workshop 
hosted by Lokniti at the University of Pune (December 2011); the Inequality and Affirmative Action conference in 
Kathmandu (July 2012), co-hosted by the Central Department of Sociology/Anthropology at Tribhuvan University 
and Social Science Baha; “Forests, Rights, Insurgency: A Workshop on the State-Society Interface in South Asia” at 
the University of Connecticut (November 2012); and the Political Studies Association annual conference, Cardiff 
(March 2013). Louise Tillin is grateful to the South Asian Studies Council at Yale for the opportunity to visit in 
December 2011, and both authors acknowledge input from colleagues and students at Yale University and King’s 
College London through discussion over time. Thanks are due to Sebastian Ballard for map design, and to Dambar 
Chemjong and Saul Mullard for comments on the text. 
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Nepal’s decade long civil conflict between Maoist insurgents and state forces ended in 
November 2006 with a Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) that opened the most 
democratically contested chapter of a process of state restructuring which has been ongoing, in 
some sense, since 1950. An interim constitution was promulgated in 2007, with provisions to 
elect the country’s first-ever constituent assembly (CA). The April 2008 elections resulted in a 
Maoist2 plurality (although not a majority) and a constituent assembly which was hailed as the 
most diverse and representative governing body that Nepal had ever seen. Although the 
assembly’s original two year mandate was granted four six-month extensions, it was ultimately 
dissolved in May 2012 without finalizing the new constitution. At the heart of its collapse was an 
apparently irreconcilable public debate over the role of ethnicity in determining administrative 
boundaries in Nepal’s proposed federal structure. 
Nepal’s decision to federalize would make it—like India—a distinct type of federal system: one 
with origins not in the unification of previously autonomous states, but in the devolution of 
power by a previously centralised or unitary polity.3 This means that the boundaries of the 
federation’s constituent sub-units are open to debate, and settling their contours is central to the 
project of state- (and nation-) building. At Independence, India’s constituent assembly resisted 
calls to organise its administrative boundaries along ethnic lines. But it left considerable 
flexibility for internal borders to be redrawn in the future. By contrast, as Nepal devises a new 
model of power-sharing to replace the unitary   monarchical system deposed by a combination of 
Maoist, ethnic and popular uprisings, it seeks to settle the boundaries of its sub-units at the outset 
of a new state-building process. Not only has this contributed to the delay in promulgating a new 
constitution, but decisions about how boundaries are to be drawn and the kinds of rights granted 
to ethnic groups within specific territories have potentially profound implications for the future 
of historically marginalised communities and the stability of the federal system itself. 
This article—written by a political scientist and an anthropologist—seeks to clarify some of the 
analytical issues surrounding the potential models for state restructuring that Nepal might choose 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Nepal’s Maoists have experienced several factional splits and unifications over the last several decades. At the 
time of the 2008 election, the successful party chaired by Pushpa Kamal Dahal (Prachanda) was officially called the 
Unified Communist Party of Nepal-Maoist (UCPN-M). In June 2012 Mohan Baidya’s hardline faction broke away 
to form the Communist Party of Nepal-Maoist (CPN-M). 
3 See Alfred Stepan on ‘holding together’ versus ‘coming together’ federations. Stepan, Alfred. "Federalism and 
Democracy: Beyond the US Model." Journal of Democracy 10, no. 4 (1999): 19-34. 
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through a comparative exploration of the relationship between ethnicity and state creation in 
several parts of India. We do so by looking across the disciplinary boundaries of anthropology 
and political science to consider ethnic identity formation and state structuring as dialectical 
processes. We thereby push against recent tendencies to see ethnic identity as something that is 
called into being solely by state practices or ‘governmentality’ on the one hand,4 or as a newly 
commodified form of belonging produced in the context of a global neoliberal economic system 
on the other.5 In this we extend Gupta and Sivaramakrishnan’s assertion that, “the uncritical use 
of terms like ‘reform’ and ‘neo-liberal’ may have hindered our ability as scholars to describe the 
changes that have happened” (2011: 4); here we are concerned not only with the temporal 
difference that these authors describe as “after liberalization”, but also with the geographical and 
administrative continuities and differences in state structure denoted by federal boundaries across 
time.6 
Instead we suggest that ethnicity must be understood as a multivalent concept that is at once 
embedded in specific histories of state and sub-state formation and generative of them. It is both 
a resource for reproducing communal and individual structures of belonging, and, no doubt, a 
political tool. But the latter assertion can only be understood in its full complexity by exploring 
the former; in other words, we cannot effectively critique claims made on the basis of ethnicity 
without investigating the micro-dynamics—affective and political—at the intersection of state 
and society which yield particular formulations of ethnic assertion at particular places and times. 
Here we seek to understand such dynamics across the breadth of South Asia by bringing together 
empirical material from several different locales within India as well as Nepal. This collaborative 
endeavour enables more of a “bird’s eye view” than either author could provide alone. Broadly 
comparative in scope yet driven by qualitative data collected over many years of engagement 
across the region, we hope that the perspective provided here charts a middle way between 
detailed ethnographic studies that offer rich primary data about identity formation in one place or 
another, and large-scale comparative endeavors that rely on secondary data. This perspective 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 See, for instance, Chatterjee, Partha. The Politics of the Governed: Reflections on Popular Politics in Most of the 
World. New York: Columbia University Press, 2004; Chatterjee, Partha. 2002. "Community and Capital." In 
Lineages of Political Society: Studies in Postcolonial Democracy, 189-207. New York: Columbia University Press. 
5 See Comaroff, John and Jean Comaroff. Ethnicity Inc. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009; Leve, Lauren. 
2011. “Identities” Current Anthropology 52(4): 513-535.  
6 Gupta, Akhil and K. Sivaramakrishnan. 2011. “Introduction: the state in India after liberalization” in The State in 
India After Liberalization: Interdisciplinary Perspectives. London: Routledge. 1-27. 
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enables us to see how ethnic consciousness emerges at once in relation to highly localized 
geographies of the state, as well as to broader discursive and material formations. We believe 
that this expansive regional view has much to offer those on all sides of the geographical and 
disciplinary boundaries invoked here, as it suggests new ways of fitting together the pieces of the 
puzzle that each of us hold. The India cases illuminate each other, as well as the possibilities for 
a future federal Nepal, while the openness of the current scenario in Nepal provides new ways of 
posing questions that have often eluded answer in India. 
 
Towards an Interdisciplinary, Transregional Study of the State in South Asia 
The anthropological literature on the politics of recognition in South Asia has burgeoned in 
recent years. Many scholars have focused on the cultural politics that emerge in relation to the 
Indian state’s policies of affirmative action through reservations for Scheduled Tribes, Scheduled 
Castes, and Other Backward Classes, and their implications for political subject formation.7 
Several of these works build substantially on the broader anthropology of the state, which has 
seen much of its formative work conducted in South Asia.8 This literature has focused either on 
how common people experience the state in their everyday lives, or on how state institutions are 
produced and maintained through a focus on the lives of bureaucrats and other state actors. 
However, the anthropology of the state in South Asia has not yet adequately explored the 
specific historical processes through which state and sub-state structures have been forged, how 
administrative boundaries have been drawn, and how such administrative choices and their 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Kapila, Kriti. 2008. “The measure of a tribe: the cultural politics of constitutional reclassification in North India” 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 14: 117-134;  Michelutti, Lucia, The Vernacularisation of 
Democracy: Politics, Caste and Religion in India. New Delhi: Routledge, 2008; Middleton, Townsend. 2011. 
“Across the Interface of State Ethnography: Rethinking Ethnology and its Subjects in Multicultural India”. 
American Ethnologist 38(2): 249-266; Natrajan, Balmurli. 2012. The Culturalization of Caste in India: Identity and 
Inequality in a Multicultural Age. London: Routledge. Rao, Anupama. The Caste Question: Dalits and the Politics 
of Modern India. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009; Rycroft, Daniel and Sangeeta Dasgupta, eds. 2011. 
The Politics of Belonging in India: Becoming Adivasi. London: Routledge. Shah, Alpa and Sara Shneiderman. 2013. 
“The Practices, Policies and Politics of Transforming Inequality in South Asia: Ethnographies of Affirmative 
Action” Focaal—Journal of Global and Historical Anthropology 65: 3-12 (see also other articles in this special 
issue). 
8 Das, Veena and Deborah Poole, eds. Anthropologies in the Margins of the State, Santa Fe, NM: School of 
Advanced Research Press, 2004. Fuller, Chris and Véronique Benei, eds. The Everyday State and Society in Modern 
India. New Delhi: Social Science Press, 2000; Sharma, Aradhana and Akhil Gupta, eds. The Anthropology of the 
State: A Reader. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006. 
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implementation at the sub-state level have affected—and been affected by—the formation of 
political consciousness at the individual level. The legacies of the postcolonial Subaltern Studies 
project, which promoted a bifurcated, relatively ahistorical view of state power and subaltern 
resistance, coupled with more recent Foucauldian approaches that emphasize governmentality as 
a diffuse and historically unmediated source of power, have constrained empirical enquiries. In 
this instance, we suggest they have foreshortened analysis of the relationship between the 
particularities of administrative structure and the articulation of identity at specific geo-historical 
locations, focusing instead on an analytically abstracted “state”.9 Yet it is such structural choices 
about the shape and apparatus of state units which to a great extent determine how the politics of 
recognition plays out in specific locales, and how ethnicity is experienced and expressed. By the 
same token, we suggest that the particular administrative form of each state and sub-state unit 
emerges in part in response to the affective content of locally-specific ethnic configurations. 
Political scientists have paid considerably more attention to state structures. Literature on 
federalism in multi-ethnic societies has focused particularly on the question of whether the 
boundaries of federal sub-units should be drawn in ways that recognise ethnicity. This question 
is primarily animated by a concern with how institutions should be designed in order to minimise 
ethnic conflict, and it has been at the heart of the recent constitutional negotiations in Nepal. One 
group of scholars, drawing on the experience of the former Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, argue 
that ethnic sub-units are likely to promote conflict and, at an extreme, act as the building blocks 
of secessionist movements.10 This view has been contested by others who show that the 
accommodation of ethnic conflict via some form of territorial autonomy is likely to diminish 
rather than increase the risk of ethnic conflict.11 India has been a common reference point for this 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Similar critiques are forcefully articulated in Nilsen, Alf G. (forthcoming): "For a Historical Sociology of State-
Society Relations in in the Study of Subaltern Politics", in Nilsen, A. G. and Roy, S. (eds.): Reconceptualizing 
Subaltern Politics in Contemporary India, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
10 Roeder, P. G. 2009. “Ethnofederalism and the Mismanagement of Conflicting Nationalisms.” Regional & Federal 
Studies, 19, 203-219; Bunce, Valerie. 2004. "Federalism, Nationalism and Secession: The Communist and 
Postcommunist Experience." In Federalism and Territorial Cleavages, edited by Ugo M. Amoretti and Nancy 
Bermeo. Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 
11 Adeney, Katherine. 2007. Federalism and Ethnic Conflict Regulation in India and Pakistan. New York: Palgrave 
USA; Rothchild, D. & Hartzell, C. A. 1999. “Security in Deeply Divided Societies: The Role of Territorial 
Autonomy.” Nationalism and Ethnic Politics, 5, 254-71; Stepan, A., Linz, J. & Yadav, Y. 2011. Crafting State-
Nations: India and Other Multinational Democracies, Baltimore, The Johns Hopkins University Press, Adeney, K. 
2007. Federalism and Ethnic Conflict Regulation in India and Pakistan, New York, Palgrave USA; Bermeo, Nancy. 
2004. "Conclusion: The Merits of Federalism." In Federalism and Territorial Cleavages, edited by Ugo M. 
Amoretti and Nancy Bermeo, 457-82. London and Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 
This article has been accepted for publication and will appear in a revised form, subsequent to editorial input by 
Cambridge University Press, in Modern Asian Studies © Cambridge University Press. 
	   6 
latter group of scholars who point to the linguistic reorganisation of state boundaries in the 1950s 
and 1960s as a successful accommodative strategy.  
Beyond the question of the positioning of internal boundaries of federal systems in multi-ethnic 
settings, a second order discussion among political scientists has focused on whether culturally 
or ethnically defined units should be granted differential or ‘special’ rights compared to ‘non-
ethnic’ units or those units that are sub-divisions of a national majority population.12 Those who 
argue in favour of such asymmetrical arrangements commonly draw on a normative commitment 
to a politics of recognition, in which the acknowledgement of difference is seen as a critical 
move in the achievement of universal equality.13  In India asymmetrical provisions have been 
constitutionally mandated for states in the country’s Northeast. These have granted restricted 
rights of land ownership, reservations of seats in state assemblies, delimitation of electoral 
constituencies to favour particular groups (constitutionally mandated forms of over-
representation for certain, ‘indigenous’ communities beyond their proportion of the population), 
and the respect of customary law. Alfred Stepan, Juan Linz and Yogendra Yadav argue that such 
asymmetry is foundational to what they call the Indian ‘state-nation’—as opposed to ‘nation-
state’—which has allowed the Indian federal system to accommodate the multiple identities held 
by Indians.14 Yet this political science literature has typically paid less attention to the question 
of how different modes of state organization—even within the same country—affect the 
formation of political subjectivities. 
In order to fully understand how ethnicity shapes and is shaped by state restructuring processes, 
we suggest that is vital to recognize the differences between territorial (such as redrawing state 
boundaries) and non-territorial (such as affirmative action) forms of recognition, yet situate them 
within a single analytical framework. In post-conflict Nepal, one anchor for mobilization has 
been the demand for identity-based federalism—in other words, explicit territorial recognition of 
ethnic difference at the constitutional level. Another has been the demand for affirmative 
action—a set of policies to address socio-economic inequality through what has often been 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 See Stepan, Alfred, Juan Linz, and Yogendra Yadav. 2011. Crafting State-Nations; Tillin, Louise. 2007. "United 
in Diversity? Asymmetry in Indian Federalism." Publius: The Journal of Federalism 37, no. 1 (2007): 45-67. 
13 See Kymlicka, Will. Politics in the Vernacular: Nationalism, Multiculturalism and Citizenship. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001; Taylor, Charles. Multiculturalism and the Politics of Recognition. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1992. 
14 Stepan, Alfred, Juan Linz, and Yogendra Yadav. Crafting State-Nations. 
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called ‘special rights’. These two demands are often conflated within political discourse, with 
arguments for affirmative action embedded in those for identity-based federalism, as if special 
rights are inherently linked to territorial recognition through the model of self-determination. 
The conflation of these two forms of recognition in the public sphere is somewhat ironic given 
that, as we have seen, scholarly work often treats the question of subject formation through the 
politics of recognition as a separate issue from that of federal state structuring as a mode of 
ethnic accommodation. By bringing these disparate perspectives into conversation we can 
address a shared question: what is the relationship between specific kinds of state and sub-state 
structures, and the emergence of specific kinds of ethnic subjects? A combined approach helps to 
clarify on the one hand how regimes of recognition are sometimes embedded in the territorial 
structures of the state, and on the other, to show how legitimate agendas for ethnic recognition 
can be analytically and practically delinked from those for state restructuring in contentious 
political contexts. 
In the remainder of this article we look at how processes of state restructuring and political 
subject formation intersect in India, and the implications of these dynamics for Nepal. Within 
India, we describe two main approaches to state creation: those which have embedded 
preferential rights for designated communities on a territorial basis, and those which have 
recognised societal diversity without conferring preferential rights to groups on a territorial basis. 
We first provide an overview of debates about these issues in India’s Northeast, where the 
question of territorial recognition has perhaps been more contested than anywhere else in the 
country. We then consider the history of the relationship between ethnic subject formation and 
state structuring in three in-depth case studies drawing on fieldwork conducted by both authors 
individually. First we discuss Darjeeling, a hill district of West Bengal that is populated largely 
by Indian citizens of Nepali heritage who have alternately demanded statehood for ‘Gorkhaland’ 
as a single ethnic unit, and recognition as up to 14 ethnically distinct Scheduled Tribes (a form of 
non-territorial recognition). We then discuss Sikkim, a state in which officially recognized 
‘subjects’—who may or may not be members of designated Scheduled Tribes—receive 
preferential rights (a form of territorial recognition). Finally, we consider Jharkhand, a new state 
created in a region where there had historically been calls for a ‘tribal’ state but where the 
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granting of statehood has not enshrined preferential rights for local Scheduled Tribe 
communities. 
The final portion of the article explores how contemporary constitutional debates in Nepal have 
sought to address shifting ethnic assertions and their relationship to structures of a future federal 
state; a debate that is informed by the experiences of neighbouring India. We suggest that an 
emergent discourse in Nepal has begun to harden a distinction between ethnicity and identity. 
This is a strategic move to assert that multi-ethnic identities focused around region, class and 
marginalization—rather than ‘ethnicity’ per se—should be the basis for fixing territorial 
boundaries. Such a compromise is similar to the transformation that occurred in the movement 
for a new Indian state of Jharkhand, where, through a process of strategic accommodation, what 
was initially a ‘tribal’ agenda eventually became focused around a regional, rather than 
exclusively ethnic, conception of identity. We show that as in Jharkhand, such shifts away from 
‘ethnic’ to broader identity formulations may emerge out of pragmatic political strategies in 
areas with complex demographics where there is opposition from those cast as ethnic ‘others’ to 
the establishment of states along potentially exclusionary lines. This formulation of the basis of 
‘stateness’ stands in contrast to the ‘ethnic homelands model’ adopted in India’s Northeast.15  
Yet notwithstanding this putative shift from ethnicity to broader conceptions of identity by 
political actors seeking to appeal to wider constituencies, we will see that ethnicity remains not 
only politically salient, but an emotionally powerful category of self-definition. This helps to 
explain why ethnic assertions remain so prominent in Nepal today, even while political 
organisations increasingly shift towards the rhetoric of ‘identity-based’, rather than ‘ethnic’ 
solidarity.  
 
Approaches to Ethnicity 
Before proceeding further, we must situate our work in relation to the major disciplinary 
approaches to ethnicity in recent years. For some time, both anthropology and political science 
had largely consigned ethnicity to the past – whether understood as a remnant of the colonial 
ethnographic project, which once understood to be constructed rather than essential would lose 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Baruah, Sanjib. Durable Disorder: Understanding the Politics of Northeast India. New Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 2005. 
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its analytical value in shaping socio-cultural inquiries;16 or as something that would wither away 
as the modernist project came to fruition.17 With the first decade of the 21st century behind us, we 
can now say with certainty that ethnicity has never disappeared in many parts of the world, either 
at the level of political discourse or cultural practice. Rather, ethnicity is asserted in ever more 
complex ways, many of which are at the heart of current debates in India and Nepal. In recent 
years, influential scholars from across the social sciences have turned to new analytical 
frameworks in an effort to explain the ongoing—and changing—prevalence of ethnicity as a 
category of self-identification and political mobilisation. Examples include Jean and John 
Comaroff’s Ethnicity Inc, Kanchan Chandra’s Constructivist Theories of Ethnic Politics, 
Andreas Wimmer’s Ethnic Boundary Making and James Scott’s The Art of Not Being 
Governed.18 The latter is a figure who bridges political science and anthropology, and other 
scholars from both disciplines have also turned towards each other in an effort to develop applied 
approaches to understanding contemporary ethnicity in all its complexity. For instance, Ravi 
Kanbur, Prem Kumar Rajaram, and Ashutosh Varshney write on the value of interdisciplinary 
approaches to ethnicity in a special issue of World Development entitled ‘Ethnic Diversity and 
Ethnic Strife’.19 Our contribution builds upon such work both by initiating an interdisciplinary 
conversation and developing a framework to understand the relationship between processes of 
state restructuring and ethnicity formation. At the same time we seek to understand the range of 
social and political consequences that arise from different models of and for institutionalising the 
relationship between the state and ethnicity. In this we are particularly interested in the 
dialectical relationship between identity formation and different possible state regimes of 
recognition. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 See Banks, Marcus. Ethnicity: Anthropological Constructions. London: Routledge 1996. 
17 See, for example, discussion in Hechter, Michael. "Towards a Theory of Ethnic Change." Politics and Society 2 
(1971): 21-45. 
18 Comaroff and Comaroff, Ethnicity Inc.; Chandra, Kanchan. Constructivist Theories of Ethnic Politics. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2012; Wimmer, Andreas. Ethnic Boundary Making: Institutions, Power, Networks. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2012. Scott, James. The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland 
Southeast Asia, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009. 
19 Kanbur, Ravi, Prem Kumar Rajaram, and Ashutosh Varshney. 2011. "Ethnic Diversity and Ethnic Strife. An 
Interdisciplinary Perspective " World Development 39, no. 2: 147-58. In another recent article, Craig Douglas Albert 
calls for political scientists to learn from sociological and anthropological literature to better understand how ethnic 
identities come to be asserted. Albert, Craig Douglas. "Defining Our Terms: Bringing Rigour to Ethnic Studies." 
Politics 32, no. 2 (2012): 70-76.  
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There are arguably two ways in which ethnicity has over time been understood within the 
scholarly literature of both anthropology and political science. The first is premised upon a 
relational notion, in which ethnicity is defined in the context of inter-group or inter-personal 
relations, and in the presence of ethnic ‘others’ or as a result of ethnic ‘othering’ by political 
entrepreneurs. Frederik Barth’s seminal arguments emphasized the fluid boundaries between 
ethnic groups, and have influenced theories of ethnicity and nationalism in the Indian context by 
political scientists such as Paul Brass and Kanchan Chandra, as well as anthropologists like 
Stanley Tambiah and Arjun Appadurai.20 A concern with inter-group relations also arises in work 
that takes as its starting point Charles Taylor’s discussion of the ‘politics of recognition’ in 
which the need for recognition of difference arises from the psychological consequences of non-
recognition at an inter-personal or inter-group level.21  
The second strand of work on ethnicity focuses on what the Comaroffs call the ‘substantive 
content’ of ethnic consciousness, and seeks to understand how the affective reality of ethnic 
identification is forged and shapes life experiences.22 Such work focuses on how the experience 
of ethnic identification is produced through cultural practice, for instance through the ritual 
expression of deep-seated attachment to territory (although one doesn’t necessarily need to live 
in that place itself to feel that way) through the propitiation of territorial deities, or through 
public performances that demonstrate the contents of ethnic consciousness to outside observers.23 
Sivaramakrishnan and Cederlof have described a related form of territorial claim as ‘ecological 
nationalism’ in which attachments to nature and place are understood through ethnic and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Appadurai, Arjun. 1998. “Dead Certainty: Ethnic Violence in the Era of Globalization”. Public Culture (10)2:225-
247. Barth, Frederik. Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture Difference. Boston: Little 
Brown, 1969. Brass, Paul. Ethnicity and Nationalism: Theory and Comparison. New Delhi: Sage Publications, 
1991; Chandra, Kanchan. Why Do Ethnic Parties Succeed? Patronage and Ethnic Head Counts in India. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004; Tambiah, Stanley. Leveling Crowds: Ethno-Nationalist Conflicts 
and Collective Violence in South Asia. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996. 
21  Taylor , Politics of Recognition; Ruparelia, Sanjay. 2008. “How the politics of recognition enabled India’s 
democratic exceptionalism,” International Journal for Politics, Culture and Society – Special Issue on the Work of 
Charles Taylor, 21(4): 39-56. For a critical debate on recognition versus redistribution, see Fraser, Nancy and Axel 
Honneth. 2003. Redistribution or Recognition? A Political-Philosophical Exchange. London: Verso. 
22 Comaroff and Comaroff, Ethnicity Inc. 
23 Graham, Laura. 2005. “Image and Instrumentality in a Xavante Politics of Existential Recognition: the Public 
Outreach Work of Etenhiritipa Pimentel Barbosa”. American Ethnologist 32(4):622-641; Shneiderman, Sara. 
Forthcoming. “Reframing Ethnicity: Academic Tropes, Political Desire, and Ritualized Action in Nepal and India” 
American Anthropologist. 
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sometimes regional lenses.24 In this second formulation, ethnicity is conceived as arising in 
significant part from within groups, as something intrinsic to their connection to particular 
territories or landscapes, rather than exclusively from boundary encounters with those who 
become ethnic ‘others’.  
The relational approach to ethnicity epitomised by Barth was of course a corrective to earlier 
anthropological approaches which presumed one-on-one correlations between culture and 
bounded groups. But now after several decades of theorizing focused on the relational aspects of 
ethnicity, we see the need to ask again what the content of particular ethnic formations looks like 
in order to understand why ethnicity remains so emotively powerful, even in contexts where 
those who identify with it are well aware of its constructed nature. Our intention is not to return 
to the old argument about whether ethnicity is primordial or constructed. Rather we recognize 
fully that ethnic identity is historically and politically constructed, but believe that this is just the 
starting premise. The question is how is it produced at the intersection of state policy, 
administrative boundaries and grassroots practice. We assert the need to engage with the content 
of ethnic consciousness that lies between boundaries—both administrative and psychological—
as well as understanding how those boundaries are themselves produced. 
 
State Structures and Ethnicity in India 
In the section that follows, we examine the intersection of processes of state (re-)structuring and 
the formulation of ethnic identities in India. India’s 1950 constitution largely avoided the 
creation of federal subunits along identity lines, but the contours of India’s states have been 
substantially reorganised over time to recognise different facets of identity. As Rajesh Dev 
writes, the postcolonial Indian state has attempted to overcome the ‘assimilationist 
individualism’ inherent in a liberal conception of citizenship by enshrining a ‘differentiated 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Cederlöf, Gunnel and K. Sivaramakrishnan, eds. Ecological Nationalisms: Nature, Livelihoods and Identities in 
South Asia. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2006. 
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citizenship’ and creating states on an ethno-linguistic basis.25  Yet not all states created on the 
basis of group identities in India have also been granted differential rights on a territorial basis.  
In India’s Northeastern region, among states created from Assam between the 1960s and 1980s, 
regimes of self-governance have been combined with substantial forms of positive 
discrimination to protect autochthonous or ‘indigenous’ communities from processes of 
demographic and economic change, and to enshrine recognition of their cultural autonomy. By 
contrast, in other parts of India federal restructuring has not involved the granting of differential 
rights to communities presumed to be authochthonous. Linguistic reorganization in the 1950s 
and 1960s created states for speakers of different languages but not in ways that officially 
embedded preferential rights for such communities, except by virtue of their demographic 
majority within new administrative jurisdictions. The linguistic states of south and west India—
home to Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam, Kannada, Marathi and Gujarati speakers—have the same 
constitutional rights in terms of self-governance as the Hindi-speaking states of north and central 
India. Yet becoming a separate state provided institutional recognition and protection to each 
major linguistic community with the rights to oversee education, language, recruitment to local 
government jobs and so on. Newer states such as Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand and Uttarakhand—
created in the year 2000 from predominantly Hindi-speaking regions of north and central India—
have also not not seen the embedding of preferential rights for any community as part of the 
process of state formation.26  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Dev, R. 2004. Human Rights, Relativism and Minorities in North-East India. Economic and Political Weekly, 39, 
4747-4752. 
26 See Tillin, Louise. 2013. Remapping India: New States and Their Political Origins. London, Hurst & Co;  
New Delhi and New York: Oxford University Press. 
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States of northeast India
and neighbouring countries  
India’s Northeast has a distinctive ethnic demography which may make it more comparable with 
Nepal than other parts of India. Within India, the Northeast is often treated as a place of 
exception and left aside from discussions of politics in ‘mainstream’ India. The region is 
geographically remote from India’s centres of power, sitting on the borders of Bangladesh, 
Myanmar and China. It has the largest concentration of Scheduled Tribe (ST) communities of 
any part of India, a significant Christian population (the majority in three states), a mix of hills 
and plains areas, and a diverse linguistic fabric. Territorialised regimes of positive discrimination 
for certain groups were envisaged in the Indian constitution under the Sixth Schedule which 
created a set of cascading ‘autonomous’ institutions below the level of the state. Under the Sixth 
Schedule, certain ‘tribal areas’ of Assam, Meghalaya, Tripura and Mizoram were given 
provisions for their own autonomous district councils. On paper, these councils have far-reaching 
rights over law-making with respect to areas such as land-use, forest management (except 
‘reserved’ or ‘protected’ forests), the establishment of village or town committees, property 
inheritance, marriage, and other social customs.27 The Regional Council may also oversee the 
establishment of village councils or courts to try cases between Scheduled Tribes within the area; 
assess and collect land revenue, and impose taxes; regulate money-lending and trading by non-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Karlsson, Bengt. Unruly Hills: A Political Ecology of India’s Northeast. London: Berghahn, 2011 (Chapter 5). 
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tribals.28 These measures were substantially added to from the 1960s onwards as the Indian state 
sought to accommodate separatist movements among Nagas and Mizos.29 Provisions which offer 
a greater degree of autonomy than other states of the Indian Union  and protect the status of 
groups recognized locally as Scheduled Tribes have been constitutionally embedded in some of 
the states created from erstwhile Assam under clauses of Article 371 of the Indian constitution. 
The overwhelming majority of seats in the state assemblies of Arunachal Pradesh, Mizoram, 
Nagaland and Meghalaya, for instance, are reserved for Scheduled Tribes and special rights are 
accorded to Nagas and Mizos to manage cultural and legal practices (see figure below). Beyond 
these special measures accorded to particular ethnic communities on a territorial basis, the 
Northeastern states are also recognized as ‘special category’ states by the Planning Commission. 
This provides these small states access to more generous financial assistance from the central 
government, notably a higher proportion of grants to loans. The table below provides an 
overview of the forms of special rights that are accorded on a territorial basis to Northeastern 
states. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 In practice, many of the ADCs have not achieved full autonomy. See Suan, H. K. K. 2007. Salvaging Autonomy 
in India's Northeast: Beyond the Sixth Schedule Way. Eastern Quarterly, 4, 5-16. 
29 The names Naga and Mizo conceal substantial diversity. For a sensitive discussion of ‘Zo’ identity, for instance, 
see Suan, H. K. K. 2011. Rethinking 'Tribe' Identities: The Politics of Recognition among the 'Zo' in North-East 
India. Contributions to Indian Sociology, 45, 157-187.  
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Figure 1. Overview of territorial special rights in India’s Northeastern states 
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Critics like Sanjib Baruah suggest that the cumulative effect of the territorialized forms of 
recognition deployed in the Northeast has been to create an “ethnic homeland model” that stands 
at odds with the “actually existing political economy of the region.”30 Not only do ethnic 
identities correspond imperfectly with state boundaries, but territorialized special rights have 
created effective dual citizenship regimes. Baruah writes: 
The origins of the Indian Constitution’s Sixth Schedule- and implicit in it today is an 
ethnic homeland subtext – go back to British colonial efforts to create protected enclaves 
for ‘aborigines’ where they can be allowed to pursue their ‘customary practices’ 
including kinship and clan-based rules of land allocation. Extending a set of rules, 
originally meant for isolated aboriginal groups, to less and less isolated groups living 
along with other ethnic groups and that too in the profoundly transformed conditions of 
the twenty-first century can only produce a crisis of citizenship, leaving citizens with the 
choice of either seeking recognition as Scheduled Tribes in order to be able to enjoy 
ordinary citizenship rights in these ethnic homelands or accept de facto second class 
citizenship.31 
 
One result of the special apparatus of ethnic federalism in the Northeast has been the cascading 
of group claims for recognition, sometimes pursued using violent strategies against ethnic 
‘others’.32 Such claims have ranged from calls by groups for recognition as Scheduled Tribes 
within a particular state in order to gain access to state resources reserved for local Scheduled 
Tribess; to the extension of the Sixth Schedule to new areas; to calls for fully-fledged statehood; 
to recidivist claims by militant groups to parts of the territory of neighbouring states. By contrast, 
in most other areas outside the Northeast, state formation—even where it has recognised distinct 
communities, such as linguistic groups—has not involved the granting of differential rights to 
‘local’ communities on a territorial basis. In the case studies that follow we explore three 
different modes of state structuring and their impact on political subjectivity.   
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Baruah, S. 2005. Durable Disorder: Understanding the Politics of Northeast India, New Delhi, Oxford University 
Press., p. 11. 
31 Ibid, p. 11. 
32 See Dev, R. 2004. Human Rights, Relativism and Minorities in North-East India. Economic and Political Weekly, 
39, 4747-4752, Baruah, S. 2003. Citizens and Denizens: Ethnicity, Homelands, and the Crisis of Displacement. 
Development and Change, 16, 45-65. 
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State Structures, Ethnicity, and Identity in Darjeeling 
One of India’s oldest yet still unmet demands for a separate state is the call for Gorkhaland in 
Darjeeling. This northernmost district of West Bengal is adjacent to Sikkim, the erstwhile 
Buddhist kingdom which became India’s smallest state after incorporation (or “annexation” or 
“occupation”, depending upon whom you ask) into India in 1975. Both Darjeeling and Sikkim 
share a similar population demographic, comprised of roughly 80% Nepali-speaking Indian 
citizens of Nepali heritage. Yet their trajectories of political mobilization along ethnic lines 
diverge. The call for a unified Nepali-speaking state that would incorporate both Sikkim and 
Darjeeling has never gained much political traction. In this section, we suggest that a careful 
look at the ebb and flow of political subject formation in Darjeeling in contrast to comparable 
processes in Sikkim over time reveals much about the impact of specific strategies of federal 
incorporation and territorial recognition on political consciousness in general, and ethnicity in 
particular. 
First proposed by the Hillmen’s Association in 1907 (then an alliance between the Nepali, Bhutia 
and Lepcha communities), the idea of a ‘separate administrative set-up’ for the Nepali-speaking 
population of northern Bengal gained new purchase post-independence, and by the 1980s led to a 
violent agitation.33 This movement mobilized Darjeeling residents from a broad array of ethnic 
and linguistic backgrounds around the idea of a shared “pan-Nepali” or “Gorkhali” identity,34 
which was also cast in territorial terms as a “hill” identity distinct from that of the plains dwellers 
who dominated West Bengal state politics. In 1989, a tripartite agreement between the 
Gorkhaland National Liberation Front (GNLF), the West Bengal state government, and the 
Government of India put a temporary end to the agitation with the establishment of the 
Darjeeling Gorkha Hill Council (DGHC). This is one of several instances in which the Indian 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Subba, Tanka. Ethnicity, State and Development: A Case Study of the Gorkhaland Movement in Darjeeling. 
Delhi: Har-Anand Publications, 1992. A helpful synopsis and update is provided in Sinha, Satyabrat. 2013. “The 
Battles for Gorkhaland” The New York Times (India Ink), August 8, 2013. 
http://india.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/08/08/the-battles-for-gorkhaland/?_r=0 Accessed August 13, 2013. 
34 These are both contested terms, the history of which is beyond the scope of this article. See Hutt, Michael. 1997. 
“Being Nepali without Nepal: Reflections on a South Asian Diaspora” in Nationalism and Ethnicity in a Hindu 
Kingdom: The Politics of Culture in Contemporary Nepal, Gellner, David, Joanna Pfaff-Czarnecka, and John 
Whelpton, eds. Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publishers, Pp. 101-144; Sinha, A.C. and Tanka Subba. The 
Nepalis in Northeast India: A Community in Search of Indian Identity. New Delhi: Indus Publishing Company, 
2003; Chettri, Mona. 2013. “Choosing the Gorkha: At the Crossroads of Class and Ethnicity in the Darjeeling 
Hills”. Asian Ethnicity 14(3): 293-308. 
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state has granted limited provisions for territorial autonomy without either acceding to demands 
for statehood or implementing the Sixth Schedule.35 
But within a few years this arrangement began to seem unsatisfactory to many Darjeeling 
residents. The DGHC was granted little financial autonomy which resulted in poor 
implementation of many of the infrastructural development projects with which it had been 
charged, and in-fighting emerged among the central leaders of the Gorkhaland movement. 
Several groups of Nepali heritage in Darjeeling began to demand tribal recognition, moving 
away from the unified Gorkhaland demand.36 In the post-Mandal climate of the early 1990s, 
members of several communities demanded and received OBC status, which quickly became 
viewed as a stepping stone towards tribal recognition. By the early 2000s, members of 14 
different communities of Nepali heritage were campaigning for recognition as Scheduled Tribes 
from both the state of West Bengal and the Centre.37 
For nearly a decade from the mid-1990s through mid-2000s, individuals who had earlier 
supported the Gorkhaland movement—for a state in which “Gorkhali” would be recognized as 
the operative ethnic category—shifted their political loyalties to ethnic organizations 
representing only one or the other of the constituent ethnic communities comprising the 
Gorkhaland alliance. Through political rallies, cultural performances, letter writing and much on-
the-ground diplomacy in Calcutta and Delhi, two of these groups succeeded in securing 
Scheduled Tribe status in 2003: the Tamang and Limbu. This upped the ante for the remaining 
groups, who expanded their campaigns in the middle part of the decade, in a manner which often 
led to small scale inter-group violence as well as disaffection between members of individual 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35  See the discussion of the Ladakh Autonomous Hill Development Council in van Beek, Martijn. 2001. “Public 
Secrets, Conscious Amnesia, and the Celebration of Autonomy for Ladakh” In States of Imagination: Ethnographic 
Explorations of the Postcolonial State. Thomas Blom Hansen and Finn Stepputat, eds. Durham, NC : Duke 
University Press, 2001. p. 365-390. 
36 Middleton “Across the Interface”; Middleton, Townsend. 2013. “Scheduling Tribes: A View from Inside India’s 
Ethnographic State” Focaal—Journal of Global and Historical Anthropology 65: 13-22. Middleton, Townsend and 
Shneiderman, Sara. 2008. Reservations, Federalism and the Politics of Recognition in Nepal” in Economic and 
Political Weekly. 43(19): 39-45; Shneiderman, Sara. 2009. “Ethnic (P)reservations: Comparing Thangmi Ethnic 
Activism in Nepal and India” in Ethnic Activism and Civil Society in South Asia, David Gellner, ed. Delhi: Sage 
Publications. 115-141; Shneiderman, Sara and Mark Turin. 2006. “Seeking the Tribe: Ethno-politics in Darjeeling 
and Sikkim”. Himal Southasian 19 (2): 54-58. 
37 Middleton (2011) provides a useful chart showing how such demands are processed by the bureaucratic apparatus 
of the Indian state. Groups must first be recognized by their own state, which may then forward the file to the Centre 
for national recognition. 
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communities themselves who disagreed about the cultural basis for ethnic solidarity.38 
 
The DGHC chairman, Subash Ghisingh, frowned upon such group-by-group ethnic mobilization, 
and sought to rejuvenate the Gorkhaland movement by demanding Sixth Schedule status for the 
region instead. Yet he was outflanked by the Gorkha Janamukti Morcha (GJM), a new party 
launched by former DGHC council member, Bimal Gurung. The GJM claimed that acceptance 
of the Sixth Schedule would seal the fate of Gorkhaland with a relatively meaningless form of 
territorial recognition while closing off future avenues to full statehood. In 2008, the GJM 
relaunched an agitation for full-fledged statehood (adding additional non-hill areas of the Duars 
to the demand), wresting control from Ghisingh. A new Gorkhaland Territorial Administration 
(GTA) was established by the freshly elected Trinamool Congress state government in West 
Bengal in 2012, with Gurung at the helm. However, in the wake of the central government’s July 
2013 announcement that it would proceed with the creation of a new state of Telangana from 
Andhra Pradesh, Gurung resigned from the GTA chairmanship in order to continue agitating for 
Gorkhaland. As stated in a March 2012 interview, Gurung and his party had always viewed the 
GTA as a halfway house to full statehood: “So many states have been created in India since 
Independence. Why should only the Gorkhas not be allowed to have their state? Nothing short of 
statehood is a complete solution to the problems of the Gorkhas, be it identity or development. 
The geopolitical situation of the region logically demands a separate state.”39  
 
Whether or not Gurung’s position enjoys full popular support is hard to know, since like the 
GNLF before him, the GJM leader has a knack for silencing opposition through what are often 
talked about on the Darjeeling streets as “strong arm tactics”. However ethno-historical research 
on the formation of identities in Darjeeling does demonstrate that ethnicity has been an operative 
concept for group mobilization since the early 20th century,40 whether understood as the ethnicity 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38 Middleton ‘Across the Interface’; Middleton and Shneiderman, ‘Reservations, Federalism’; Shneiderman ‘Ethnic 
(P)reservations’; Shneiderman and Turin ‘Seeking the Tribe’. 
39 http://india.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/03/27/a-conversation-with-gorkha-leader-bimal-gurung/. Accessed 
September 9, 2013. 
40 Chalmers, Rhoderick. 2003. 'We Nepalis': Language, Literature and the Formation of a Nepali Public Sphere in 
India, 1914-1940. Unpublished PhD, School of Oriental and African Studies; Minami, Makito. 2007. “From tika to 
kata? Ethnic Movements Among the Magars in an Age of Globalization”. Social Dynamics in Northern South Asia: 
Volume 1, Nepalis Inside and Outside Nepal. H. Ishii, D. Gellner and K. Nawa, eds. Delhi: Manohar. 477-502; 
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of individual groups of Nepali heritage, or a pan-Nepali “Gorkhali” ethnicity whose diverse 
constituents are the erstwhile citizens of Gorkhaland. The archives of organizations representing 
different groups of Nepali heritage—many of which date back to the 1920s and 30s—
demonstrate that the ideals of unnati (improvement) and utthan (upliftment) on the basis of 
ethnic identity were enshrined as the objective of several group-specific organizations in 
Darjeeling long before the 1950 Indian constitution attached entitlements to the categories of 
Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe or Other Backward Classes (OBCs); or before the onset of 
(neo)liberal economic and social policies introduced what are often described as entirely new 
forms of identity-based mobilization around radically different modes of ethnic subjectivity. 
 
The point here is that while ethnicity has been used as a basis for political mobilization in a 
variety of different ways over the last century in Darjeeling, the general concept has remained 
consistently important as a means of voicing collective aspiration. Yet the specific ways in which 
those aspirations have been expressed have shifted over time in relation to broader cultural and 
political dynamics, as well as the perceived willingness of the central state to offer either 
territorial (Sixth Schedule or statehood) or non-territorial (Scheduled Tribe classification) 
recognition, at particular political-historical conjunctures. 
 
 
State Structures, Ethnicity, and Subjecthood in Sikkim 
The elusiveness of statehood in Darjeeling has shaped political and ethnic consciousness in a 
manner quite different from its neighbouring state of Sikkim. There, after initial resistance to 
annexation in the late 1970s led primarily by Bhutia elites close to Sikkim’s erstwhile royal 
family,41 ethnic claims have remained relatively muted at the national level vis-à-vis the 
Government of India, while becoming an important tool in power relations amongst different 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Shneiderman, forthcoming, Rituals of Ethnicity: Thangmi Identities Across Himalayan Borders. University of 
Pennsylvania Press, Chapter 5.  
41 Mullard, Saul. 2011. Opening the Hidden Land: State Formation and the Construction of Sikkimese History. 
Leiden: Brill. Kazi, Jigme. 1993. Inside Sikkim: Against the Tide. Gangtok: Hill Media Publications; Wangyal, 
Sonam. 2002. Sikkim and Darjeeling: Division and Deception. Self-published. 
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political actors at the sub-state level within Sikkim.42 Although Sikkim shares Darjeeling’s large 
Nepali-speaking demographic, it differs in several essential aspects. 
At the point of annexation, the Government of Sikkim was allowed to maintain the legal 
category of “Sikkimese subject” as a means of distinguishing historical residents of the state 
from new immigrants.43 Enforced through the distribution of “domicile certificates” for verified 
subjects, this system enables the Government of Sikkim to limit in-migration and carefully 
monitor the distribution of entitlements. This is a territorialised form of recognition, but 
nonetheless one which differs from the Sixth Schedule as employed elsewhere in the Northeast,44 
since it is not defined exclusively by Scheduled Tribe status. Rather it is a category defined by 
historical residence, as members of any group who can document their residence in Sikkim 
before 1975 are eligible. Maintaining these distinctions among historical residents and 
newcomers is particularly important due to the generous financial subsidies that the state of 
Sikkim and its documented subjects receive from the Centre in recognition of the border state’s 
strategic importance, disproportionate to its size and population. Darjeeling residents frequently 
comment upon the flush resources they perceive their cousins (often literally, since many kin 
networks extend across state boundaries) in Sikkim to benefit from. Such comments refer both to 
the powerful, direct relationship the Government of Sikkim maintains with the Centre—in 
contrast to Darjeeling’s experience of being always one step removed, due to the state 
government of West Bengal’s mediating role—and the individual benefits of subject status in 
Sikkim. Both are forms of recognition that create a sense of security for Indian citizens of Nepali 
heritage in Sikkim which individuals of comparable ethnic backgrounds in Darjeeling do not 
enjoy. It is for this reason, many Darjeeling residents assert, that a separate state of Gorkhaland 
is necessary: they can see the benefits that statehood has brought to their ethnic compatriots in 
Sikkim, and desire the same for themselves. By the same token, the Gorkhaland movement has 
not always been supported by Sikkimese political elites, since many feared that violent agitation 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Vandenhelsken, Mélanie. 2011. “The Enactment of Tribal Unity at the Periphery of India: The Political Role of a 
New form of the Panglhabsol Buddhist Ritual in Sikkim” European Bulletin of Himalayan Research. 38: 81-118. 
Chettri, Mona. 2013. “Ethnic politics in the Nepali public sphere: three case studies from the Eastern Himalaya”. 
Unpublished PhD thesis, SOAS, London. 
43 Vandenhelsken, “Tribal Unity”; Mullard, Saul. n.d. “History, Politics, and the Tibetan-Sikkimese Impasse: 
Community Change and Challenges in Sikkim” conference paper presented at Himalayan Impasse, University of 
Bonn, January 2013. 
44 Sikkim was officially admitted to the North Eastern Council of states in 2002, making it the eighth member. 
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next door by members of the same broad ethno-linguistic category might jeopardize their special 
relationship with the Centre. 
This is despite the fact that the majority of Sikkim’s political elites are none other than Indians of 
Nepali heritage. The state’s two chief ministers since 1979 have both been from this background 
(Nar Bahadur Bhandari and Pawan Kumar Chamling), as has most of the leadership of the 
dominant political parties. Such Sikkimese state politicians of Nepali heritage do however often 
serve as informal communication channels between Darjeeling-based activists and the Centre—
whether in relation to demands for Gorkhaland, the Sixth Schedule, or tribal recognition. For 
example, ethnic activists campaigning for Scheduled Tribe status on behalf of several 
communities of Nepali heritage in Darjeeling, have systematically sought to mobilize community 
members resident in Sikkim in order to forward their applications for tribal recognition to the 
Centre via Sikkim’s official governmental channels—successfully in the case of the Tamang and 
Limbu.45 This political configuration is quietly disapproved of by Sikkim’s Bhutia and Lepcha 
communities, the former being one of India’s few socio-economically elite groups to maintain 
Scheduled Tribe status.46 Along with the Lepcha community, the Bhutia claim indigeneity to 
Sikkim, and in private decry the political capture of the state by Nepali “migrants”—although all 
holders of political office must possess Sikkim subject status, and often come from families who 
have been resident in the area for several generations. 
This scenario has led the Lepcha community to demand the status of “Most Primitive Tribe”, a 
classificatory category unique to Sikkim, but not unlike the “Indigenous Tribe” category that 
Karlsson describes in Meghalaya.47 The purpose of such designations, however, are to claim 
power within the extant boundaries of the states in question, rather than to bolster claims for the 
creation of new states, as in Darjeeling next door. The Sikkim legislative assembly already 
reserves 37.5% of its seats for STs—they are thus over-represented in the assembly (only 20.6% 
of the population were Scheduled Tribe according to the 2001 census). This stands in contrast to 
West Bengal, which reserves only 5% of seats in its legislative assembly in line with their 
proportion of the state’s population (while the Scheduled Tribe population in Darjeeling is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Middleton “Scheduling Tribes”, p. 18. 
46 Vandenhelsken “Tribal Unity” 
47 Karlsson, Bengt. 2013. “The Social Life of Categories: Affirmative Action and Trajectories of the Indigenous” 
Focaal: Journal of Global and Historical Anthropology 65: 33-41. 
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approximately 11% as of the 2001 census). Nonetheless in Sikkim, Scheduled Tribe is seen as a 
category of diminishing value since more groups have acceded to it.  
While ethnicity is understood as a strategically important category of identification in Sikkim, it 
is not an active area of negotiation between the state and central government because Sikkimese 
subjects already have direct channels of communication with, and subsidies from, the central 
government. This latter fact often leads to tension between members of the same ethnic 
communities resident in Darjeeling and Sikkim respectively, who may agree about much of the 
substantive content of ethnic consciousness, but disagree about how that content may be most 
effectively mobilized to yield the locally specific political results they desire. In turn, such 
divergent political agendas themselves come to influence the way in which ethnic consciousness 
is expressed. 
The comparison between Darjeeling and Sikkim demonstrates how the different positionalities of 
these two locales within India’s larger federal structure have shaped expressions of ethnic 
identity within their boundaries. Similar demographics have yielded very different mobilizations 
in relation to ethnicity. Darjeeling’s ethnic activists view Sikkim’s political leaders from the 
same ethnic backgrounds as complacent, while Sikkim’s subjects fear encroachment on their 
special status by those from Darjeeling (news items abound about false Sikkim domicile 
certificates confiscated from Darjeeling residents, as well as migrants from Nepal).  
The politics of recognition is pervasive in both contexts, but the specifics of those politics vary 
greatly according to individual and community location (both geographical and political) within 
a larger federal structure. This suggests that we cannot understand the contemporary power of 
ethnicity in such contexts only by invoking the onset of global neoliberal policies that have given 
rise to new forms of ethnicity and identity, nor even with reference to the juggernaut of 
liberalization at the national level in India and the post-Mandal climate that has produced new 
demands for recognition from the central state. Rather, we must look to the highly localized 
features of ethnic consciousness that have emerged over time in relation to long-standing 
territorial engagements, perhaps only most recently the establishment of administrative 
boundaries at state and district levels. Such a perspective will generate a better understanding of 
how demands for recognition emerge out of context-specific matrices of power that are strongly 
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shaped by the historical trajectories of sub-national federal boundaries and their attendant 
political configurations. 
 
Jharkhand: Statehood without Preferential Rights 
Although Jharkhand has a sizeable population of Scheduled Tribes  and had seen a long-running 
popular movement for a tribal state, it is difficult to see the state that was formed in 2000 as an 
‘ethnic homeland’. It thus stands in contrast to the situation of Sixth Schedule states in the 
Northeast, and the outcome desired by some proponents of Gorkhaland. The long-term 
negotiation of the statehood demand for Jharkhand unsettled the link between ethnic and 
territorial claims as political parties appealing to both tribal and non-tribal groups over time came 
to support the demand for a state.48  
The demand for a separate Jharkhand developed over several decades from a call for a state in 
which the rights of indigenous, tribal communities would be enshrined, to a demand for 
statehood which was supported by national political parties attempting to bind migrants and 
longer-resident non-tribal populations to the idea of a regional identity. The first movement for 
statehood in the region, led by the Adivasi Mahasabha (and later Jharkhand Party), predated 
India’s independence. In the early period, it demanded a ‘tribal’ state, which would also 
incorporate tribally dominated districts of neighbouring states. Parties that mobilised in the name 
of Jharkhand from the 1950s to 1980 targeted ‘exploitative outsiders’ (or dikus in local parlance) 
who were seen as benefiting by acquiring land from indebted tribals and cornering the benefits of 
employment in local industry.49 Yet successive central governments refused to create a state in 
Jharkhand on these grounds. From the 1980s onwards, pro-Jharkhand organisations such as the 
Jharkhand Mukti Morcha (JMM) made concerted attempts to encourage non-tribal groups that 
had been long-resident in the region to identify with the Jharkhand demand.50 This was part of a 
reframing that became necessary for the movement as a result of the changing demography and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 See Tillin, Louise. 2011. "Questioning Borders: Social Movements, Political Parties and the Creation of New 
States in India." Pacific Affairs 84, no. 1: 67-87; Tillin, Remapping India.  
49 There is good evidence that significant numbers of Scheduled Tribes did benefit from employment in mining and 
industry but that this changed from the 1970s. See Corbridge, S. 1988. “The Ideology of Tribal Economy and 
Society: Politics in Jharkhand, 1950-1980.” Modern Asian Studies 22, no.1: 1-42.  
50 Just as the ‘tribal identity’ mobilised in earlier articulations of the Jharkhand demand had itself sought to bring 
together multiple Scheduled Tribe communities such as Munda, Oraon, Santal and Ho. 
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decreasing percentage of the population officially classified as ‘Scheduled Tribes’ (in 2001 they 
accounted for just 26% of the population).51 The JMM were in competition with the Hindu 
nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which itself began to support a demand for statehood as 
it sought to establish a foothold in the region.  
The BJP’s state president, Inder Singh Namdhari (1988-1990), a Sikh politician of Punjabi origin 
who was elected from a Jharkhand constituency, coined the name ‘Vananchal’ as a means of 
distancing the BJP from the historical demand for statehood.52 He explicitly acknowledged that 
in promoting the idea of Vananchal as distinct from Jharkhand,53 the BJP were attempting to 
move away from the idea of a new state being a tribal homeland. He explained: ‘Because tribals 
weren’t a majority in the region, it was necessary and feasible to create a regional rather than 
racial identity.’54 Once a BJP government came to power in New Delhi and announced its 
intention to create a new state in the region, the local party agreed to adopt the name of 
Jharkhand rather than Vananchal for the new state, providing limited recognition to the historical 
movement for statehood. 
The kind of state that has been created in Jharkhand is quite different to the territorialized 
regimes of positive discrimination described above in Northeast India. Instead, affirmative action 
policies (primarily via ‘reservations’, but also the Fifth Schedule in tribal majority districts55) 
have sat alongside, but not been embedded in, territorial self-governance via the granting of 
statehood. Nevertheless after statehood was granted in 2000, the idea of Jharkhand as a 
supposedly ‘tribal’ state did not disappear, and the question of whether tribal communities, or 
‘local’ Jharkhandis, should have ‘special’ or preferential rights in the new state remained a 
contentious subject. Attempts by the first Chief Minister of the new state to introduce a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 Corbridge, S. 2002. The Continuing Struggle for India's Jharkhand: Democracy, Decentralisation and the Politics 
of Names and Numbers. Commonwealth and Comparative Politics, 40, 55-71. 
52 The BJP’s demand for Vananchal was also different from the original ‘Greater Jharkhand’ demand of the 
Jharkhand movement (which would be comprised of tribal regions of four contiguous states). The BJP’s demand 
was just for a state carved out of South Bihar and this was what was eventually created in 2000. 
53 Both terms mean ‘forest region’. 
54 Inder Singh Namdhari, 14th January 1984, addressing meeting of party workers at which he introduced idea of 
Vananchal Dutt, B. 2005. Kahani Jharkhand Andolan Ki (the Story of the Jharkhand Movement), Ranchi, Crown 
Publications, p. 242. 
55 The Fifth Schedule of the Indian Constitution applies in tribal majority districts denoted as ‘scheduled areas’ of 
states outside Northeast India. In theory, it allows for the Governor of a state to order that certain laws, or parts 
thereof, do not apply in scheduled areas; the regulation of land sales by tribals to non-tribals, and the regulation of 
activities of money-lenders in scheduled areas. 
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preferential regime for ethnic ‘insiders’ via a domicile policy that would have reserved jobs in 
the local administration for ‘local Jharkhandis’—similar to the extant system in Sikkim—were 
rolled back following violent protests in the state capital and an adverse ruling by the state’s 
High Court. The extent of preferential treatment that should be accorded to local adivasi 
communities is still contested. This complicated the delimitation of constituencies in the state, 
and delayed elections to local panchayati raj institutions within ‘scheduled areas’ because the 
proportion of seats that should be reserved for Scheduled Tribes was called into question. 
Furthermore, despite the fact that each Chief Minister of the state has been an adivasi, more 
substantial empowerment of poorer adivasi communities has been harder to detect. Some 
observers suggest that the creation of the new state has done little to address the needs of the 
region’s poorest tribal residents, instead serving the interests of an elite political class.56  
Thus in India, we can see that local political subjectivities have evolved over time in relationship 
with the changing territorial structures of state and sub-state units. In Northeast India, statehood 
and territorialised regimes of positive discrimination combine to consolidate access to state 
resources for groups that are ‘recognised’ as legitimately ‘local’ by the state. This has given rise 
to claims for Scheduled Tribe status by groups not currently so recognised, to movements for 
sub-categorisation within the Scheduled Tribe category in order to claim special entitlement 
within an increasingly populated pool of STs, or movements for the introduction of new, hyper-
tribal categories such as Most Primitive Tribe in Sikkim or Indigenous Tribe in Meghalaya.57 In 
contrast, outside the Northeast, the creation of new states—even in areas with large Scheduled 
Tribe populations—has not led to the combination of territorial recognition in the form of 
statehood with other forms of positive discrimination for STs applied on a territorial basis. The 
political difficulties inherent in attempting to create ethnic homelands in demographically 
diverse regions have led some political entrepreneurs from the 1980s onwards to create broader 
multi-ethnic conceptions of regional identity, as political coalitions come together to support 
campaigns for statehood via electoral politics. This was the case in Jharkhand, and to some 
extent is emerging as a pattern in Gorkhaland too, as the recent self-immolation of a self-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 Shah, Alpa. In the Shadows of the State: Indigenous Politics, Environmentalism, and Insurgency in Jharkhand, 
India. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2010. 
57 Vandenhelsken, “Tribal Unity”; Karlsson “Social Life of Categories”. 
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declared “Bihari Gorkhali” attests.58 But these new articulations do not replace the affiliations 
that individuals have with constituent ethnic communities, nor lessen the frustration among many 
Scheduled Tribe residents of Jharkhand that a state created in their name has not transformed a 
situation of marginalisation.  
 
Debating Ethnicity and State Structure in Nepal  
Nepal faces a similar set of challenges as it seeks to design the territorial architecture of its 
federal system. Long-standing demands for self-determination have gained traction as regional 
and ethnic interest groups have emerged as key political forces in the post-conflict era since 
2006.59 In late 2007 and early 2008 (before the constituent assembly elections were held), the 
interim government signed a series of agreements with madhesi60 and janajati61 organizations 
guaranteeing that provisions for some form of territorial autonomy would be included in the as-
yet-undetermined framework for federal restructuring. The government’s 2007 ratification of 
ILO 169, the Convention on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, added to expectations that the 
structure of the new federal state would in some substantive way deploy mechanisms of 
territorial recognition to guarantee the rights of indigenous communities. This expectation arose 
in part out of ILO 169’s emphasis on the state’s responsibility to protect the “rights of ownership 
and possession of the peoples concerned over the lands which they traditionally occupy”.62 
Indigenous activists mobilized around this idea by popularizing the concept of agra adhikar, or 
prior rights. This, in turn, prompted a backlash from members of erstwhile dominant 
communities, who viewed any such legal protection of rights for certain communities identified 
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59 Hangen. Susan. 2007 Creating a “New Nepal”: The Ethnic Dimension. Washington, DC: The East West Center. 
Lawoti, Mahendra and Susan Hangen, eds. Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict in Nepal: Identities and Mobilizaton 
after 1990. London: Routledge, 2012. 
60 Madhesi is a regional identity claimed by many residents of Nepal’s southern Tarai region. Madhesi political 
leaders position themselves in opposition to the historically dominant elites of the hill region. 
61 Janajati is an umbrella term for ethnic communities who refer to themselves as “indigenous nationalities”. The 
Nepal Federation of Indigenous Nationalities (NEFIN) prefers the term adivasi janajati, but since this is contested 
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as “indigenous” as an assault on the rights (and long-standing privileges) of what political 
scientist Mahendra Lawoti has called the Caste Hindu Hill Elites (CHHE).63 
This is the crux of Nepal’s current debate: how can the state at once offer special entitlements for 
marginalized groups, while ensuring equality and universal access to resources for all?64 One set 
of political actors, led by the Maoists and supported by many smaller parties that represent 
regional and ethnic interests, advocates an “identity-based federalism”. In August 2012, Maoist 
chairman Pushpa Kamal Dahal (aka Prachanda) announced the formation of a Federal 
Democratic Republican Alliance (FDRA) to advocate for an identity-based model of federalism. 
They propose that provincial boundary lines within federal Nepal should be drawn in a manner 
that recognizes deep-seated ethnic attachments to specific parts of the country by carefully 
shaping electoral constituencies, and naming new states in reference to the primary ethnic group 
in each area. Both the State Restructuring Committee of the CA, which submitted its report in 
January 2010, and the expert High-Level State Restructuring Commission (SRC), which 
submitted its report in January 2012, advocated such models, albeit in different specific 
geographical terms, with recommendations for 14 and 11 federal states respectively. The 11-state 
model includes 10 territorial states, and one “non-territorial” Dalit state. The functional 
modalities of the proposed ‘non-territorial’ state remain unclear, yet this is an interesting attempt 
to reconcile the tensions between territorial and non-territorial forms of recognition discussed 
above.65 The SRC also submitted a dissenting minority opinion, accompanied by a proposal for a 
six state model. All of these proposals also included provisions for at least 22 smaller sub-state 
‘autonomous regions’ to accommodate less populous ethnic communities who could not be 
accorded a state of their own. At the time of writing, none of these plans has been implemented, 
and new CA elections are awaited. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 Lawoti and Hangen “Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict”, p. 9. 
64 The proceedings from a 2011 symposium on “Ethnicity and Federalisation” in Kathmandu demonstrate how these 
debates have been framed. See Mishra, Chaitanya and Om Gurung, eds. 2012. Ethnicity and Federalisation in 
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65 An overview of Dalit perspectives on federalism is provided by Darnal, Suvash. 2009. A Land of Our Own: 
Conversations with Dalit Members of Constituent Assembly. Kathmandu: Samata Foundation.  
This article has been accepted for publication and will appear in a revised form, subsequent to editorial input by 
Cambridge University Press, in Modern Asian Studies © Cambridge University Press. 


























14 state model as proposed by the State Restructuring
















































Nepal’s current 75 districts,
14 zones and 5 development regions




 None of the proposed models has yet been
     adopted, and several other proposals also exist.  
This article has been accepted for publication and will appear in a revised form, subsequent to editorial input by 
Cambridge University Press, in Modern Asian Studies © Cambridge University Press. 
	   30 
6 state model as proposed by the dissenting members of
the High-Level State Restructuring Commission in January 2012
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11 state model as proposed by the High-Level State Restructuring Commission
(10 territorial states plus a non-territorial Dalit state) in January 2012
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However, these proposals have often been characterized in a negative light as “ethnic 
federalism” by the Maoists’ political opposition—comprised of the Nepali Congress, Unified 
Marxist Leninists (UML), and several other right of centre groups—who suggest that any such 
territorial acknowledgment of ethnic identity will lead inevitably to conflict and the dissolution 
of the Nepali state. Instead, they have proposed “geographical federalism”, by which the country 
would be divided into a smaller number of larger states, with boundaries determined by 
geographical features rather than ethnic demographies (for instance the six state model proposed 
by the dissenting members of the SRC, as described above). Such proposals are also referred to 
as “multiple identity-based federalism”—because multiple ethnic communities would be 
recognized as equally indigenous residents of every state—in contrast to the ‘single identity-
based federalism’ advocated by the Maoists and their allies. These political groups point to the 
definition of ‘identity’ developed by the State Restructuring Committee which states that 
ethnicity is only one of five facets of identity; the others being language, culture, history and 
geography. In this formulation, ethnicity and identity are not to be treated as synonymous. 
The Nepali Maoists’ support for an identity-based federalism may seem counter-intuitive from a 
global comparative perspective, from which Maoists might be expected to build solidarities 
around class, rather than ethnic, consciousness. However, in Nepal, class and ethnic formations 
have been deeply intertwined over time, both in terms of the political trajectories of communist 
parties and ethnic associations since the 1950s, and in terms of individual life histories which 
often bridge both forms of political consciousness and mobilization.66 These links go back 
perhaps even further to the legal codification of ethnicity effected by the 1854 Muluki Ain, or 
national legal code, which attempted to classify all of Nepal’s communities within a structure of 
caste hierarchy that enabled labour extraction by the Hindu state.67 It also attached both the terms 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 Lawoti, Mahendra. 2003. “The Maoists and Minorities: Overlap of Interests or a Case of Exploitation” Studies in 
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of labour and land ownership—through the system of kipat, or ethnically-based collective land 
tenure—fundamentally to specific ethnic identities.68 
Current demands for identity-based federalism emerge out of this historical matrix, in which the 
affective dimensions of ethnic identification have been so long linked to specific territories—by 
none other than the state which now resists such linkages. As multiple authors have 
demonstrated, Nepal’s contemporary ethnic landscape has been produced over time through 
processes of ethnicization that brought diverse linguistic and cultural communities within the 
ambit of state control.69 The current debates over state restructuring may be seen as the newest 
episode in this longue durée historical process, rather than as a departure from it. Such a 
perspective enables a critical interrogation of the relationship between state regimes of 
recognition and the emergence of ethnic subjects in political moments like the current one, 
without discrediting contemporary ethnic actors as disingenuous, or acting only out of politically 
expedient bad faith. 
Disentangling the prospects of and mechanisms for delivering territorial and non-territorial 
recognition can help to defuse the notion that recognising ethnicity as a legitimate basis for 
statehood necessarily leads to conflict or new forms of exclusion. The significance of ethnic 
identity—at the individual and group level—can be recognised via territorial restructuring that 
follows loose ethnic boundaries, uses ethnic state names and changes patterns of political 
representation by creating new electoral arenas. But this need not always involve the embedding 
of territorially-based special rights for particular ethnic groups, especially where it is difficult to 
create states that encompass homogenous populations or where there is substantial demographic 
mobility. In India, where, the lists of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes are determined on a 
state-by-state basis at the first instance, and not all groups recognized in one state are recognized 
in others, people who migrate internally are not entitled to the same rights across the country. 
This has led to protests in various areas, for instance in Assam where groups recognized as 
Scheduled Tribes in Jharkhand who migrate to work have demanded the same recognition in 
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their new area of settlement as they had at home.70 This raises broader questions about the 
definition of citizenship: how can one attain full political citizenship at the national level if one’s 
special rights are constrained by residence in a particular place? 
Territorial recognition is an important means of recognizing a community’s genuine attachment 
to place, as widely expressed in ritual forms that demonstrate the deep relationship between the 
content of ethnic identity and specific territories. But the assertion of a close linkage between 
indigenous bodies and indigenous territory reflects the complex entanglement of contemporary 
political assertions in the international arena with histories of classification, both colonial and 
internal. The idea of such absolute linkages between indigeneity and territory has emerged in 
part through international indigenous movements, and its legal conventions like ILO 169.  Such 
instruments help to reinforce old ideas of indigeneity,71 which centre on the linkage between 
indigenous bodies and indigenous territory. These ideas are conceptually and historically related 
to colonial paradigms for ethnic classification out of which India’s constitutional mechanisms for 
territorial recognition of Scheduled Tribes emerge. An overemphasis on the linkage between 
claims for recognition and territory may in the long run be counterproductive, especially if such 
claims are not coupled with other forms of affirmative action that are effectively implemented at 
the central level. 
By the same token, the fact that ethnic people move around is not in itself a valid basis upon 
which to challenge their claim to association with a specific territory. Rather, many 
contemporary people may possess what anthropologist James Clifford has called “a portable 
sense of the indigenous” (which we might also extend to ethnicity, or indeed identity 
wholesale).72 In other words, you do not need to live in a particular place to maintain a strong 
symbolic attachment to it. And it is that symbolic attachment that ethnic state names in Nepal 
could help to recognize. Yet the very portability of identity means that embedding preferential 
rights for specific groups only in the states that bear their name is unlikely to benefit all members 
of any group. Moreover, it might create new insiders and outsiders in the manner that Sanjib 
Baruah describes for the Indian Northeast. 
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In Nepal, we can see that even the as yet uncertain potential for federal states based around 
ethnicity has led to new social mobilizations around identity, particularly for members of 
dominant groups. Organizations such as the Chetri Samaj (Chetri Society), and the Chure 
Bhawar Rastriya Ekta Party (Chure Bhawar United National Party) are examples of relatively 
new movements mobilized around erstwhile dominant identities—the Chetri caste and the 
regional identity of paharis (inhabitants of Nepal’s middle hills), respectively. Both of these 
parties are reported to have strong local organizations in some parts of rural Nepal, and 
succeeded in a recent push to have the high caste, historically dominant Bahun and Chhetri 
groups classified as ‘indigenous’ in a recent Social Inclusion bill (although at the time of writing 
the bill has not yet been passed). The strong mobilization around this issue may be understood at 
least in part as a direct result of fear of exclusion from prospective paradigms of territorial 
recognition. This might also help to explain a quiet retreat from the platform of ‘preferential 
rights’ on the part of indigenous activists since early 2012. This shift might be understood not as 
a capitulation to dominant forces, but rather as an astute acknowledgment that territorial 
recognition is not the only way to achieve the goals at hand – but rather one component of 
broader agendas for the transformation of inequality and access to state resources. 
 
It appears that many scholars and activists who have been at the forefront of the indigenous 
people’s movement over the last two decades in Nepal have in fact made a strategic decision to 
shift from the language of ethnicity to that of identity. This is in part as a means of expanding 
their political platform to include those local residents who do not usually recognize themselves 
as belonging to the ‘ethnic’ groups claiming statehood in particular locales. In August 2012 a 
well-positioned group of self-identified indigenous intellectuals declared their intention to form a 
new political party, which rather than being called an adivasi janajati—or indigenous 
nationalities—party, is called the Social Democratic Plurinational Party.73 The formal 
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announcement of this party’s planned launch in Kathmandu drew an audience of several 
hundred, but few of the speakers or signatories to the petition to register the party belonged to 
non-janajati groups. Yet the janajati speakers who dominated the event described the need for a 
party within which all identities could be politically recognized, in order to combat the 
generalized terms of marginalization. One month later, 500 mainstream party activists from 
janajati backgrounds within all of the major parties resigned their party affiliations to form 
another new party, the Federal Socialist Party-Nepal. Early press reports emphasized the extent 
to which party leader Ashok Rai (former CPN-UML vice chairman) was called upon to 
“disprove that his party is solely an ethnic party”.74 It remains to be seen how much momentum 
either of these nascent parties can generate. Despite being established by individuals who have 
built careers around the notion of ethnic empowerment, their public political rhetoric is now 
shifting towards promoting a more inclusive conceptualization of identity.  
 
Conclusion 
Proponents of both sides of the Nepali state restructuring debate regularly look to India’s 
Northeast for inspiration. Those who argue for ‘identity-based federalism’ see the arrangements 
for territorial recognition granted by the Sixth Schedule as a positive model for how Nepal’s 
federal structure might accord special rights to marginalized communities. Those who argue 
against identity-based federalism talk about the exclusionary, conflict-generating effects of 
administrative arrangements in the Northeast. Both of these narratives are in ample evidence in 
the Nepali media,75 as Nepalis struggle to understand the implications—both positive and 
negative—of attaching the mechanisms of political recognition, both territorial and non-
territorial, to the concepts of “ethnicity” and “identity”. For citizens of a state seeking to 
restructure the entirety of its administrative structure in a manner that addresses demands for 
greater inclusion and equality expressed through both a decade-long civil conflict, and several 
waves of popular protest, these are crucial questions. Perhaps the long, drawn-out process of 
Nepal’s constitutional soul-searching is not in vain, nor due only to the political infighting by 
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which the current impasse is often characterized. Rather, it might be taken as evidence that both 
political actors and common people are doing the hard work of coming to terms with what these 
often imprecise, yet deeply emotional, concepts actually mean to them as individuals and citizens 
of a shared nation-state. 
Within India, debates about the potential for, and consequences of, creating new states continue. 
The decision by the central government to proceed with the creation of Telangana has again 
reopened questions about what constitute legitimate grounds for creating new states; whether 
new territorial structures imply a challenge to patterns of social and economic dominance; as 
well as more prosaic questions of administrative efficiency. The creation of Telangana has also 
fuelled demands for a broader consideration of statehood movements elsewhere in the country, 
including Gorkhaland.76 Yet despite the July 2013 announcement about Telangana, India is not at 
a moment of constitutional openness comparable to Nepal’s. The historical legacies of multiple 
institutional choices in the past structure future horizons in ways that often appear to inhibit the 
kind of comprehensive stock-taking that might be considered a positive feature of Nepal’s 
ongoing process of transformation. We should not assume, however, that Nepal’s constitutional 
slate is a blank canvas. Instead, as this article has demonstrated, state structures and ethnic 
subjectivity are historically produced through a dialectical process that cannot simply be 
dismantled or set aside. This explains what is at stake in the present Nepali debates, and why 
processes of state reorganisation in India tend to evolve slowly without – usually—precipitating 
major breaks in state-society relations. The politics of recognition are unlikely to go away in 
either country, but through closer examinations of their articulation with territorial and non-
territorial elements of federal (re)structuring, scholars from across the disciplines may come to 
understand more about how, when and why specific forms of ethnic consciousness emerge. 
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